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An Estimate of the Volume of Wholesale
Trade in the United States, 1899-1935

By M. H. Eodla, Acslatamt THrector, Bursan of Forslim and Domestic Commercs !

T is well known that there is very little data available

on the extent of the wholasnle trade of the United
States befors the year 1929, when the first censns of
wholagaling wae taken. Sines that time, a second tom-
piate canvass of the United States wo: made for the
year 1933 and a third is now in process by the Census
Burenn covering the yesr 1935, The outstanding im-
portance of wholssaling 48 & part of the national
coonomy wias not generelly realized uatil the census
rovaslad the vast extent of this phase of distribution.
The exparience of the N. R. &. has further served to
focuz attantion upon that part of the wholessle strne-
tura which soughé codifiention. Because of tha in-
crensed interest genernted in wholesaling by thass
occurrences, data have besn sought on the extent of
wholesaling prior to the cansus of 1929

In order to avoid misunderstending, a werd of cau-
tion. on the concept of wholeaeling used in this article
iz in ordar, By wholesaling is mesnt the volume of
marketing transacions in which the buyar i= aetunted
entiraly hy o desire to moke a profit from tha uge or
resale of the goods purchzaed. This is in contrast
with retail purchases which inclnde only those irans-
actons in which the buyer is purchasing for his awn
or his femily’s use, The tatal volume of goods mas-
keted nt wholesale which the suthor attempis to
measyra in this article shonld not be confused with
the total wolume of wholesale trade as mensured by
tha Census Buresu since the lacter includes muoch
duplication and is restricted to specialized wholessl-
ing establishments, It should not again be conlused
with ithe very narrow view of whelesaling which con-
fuses wholesaling with the activities of whoiesalers.
It i this concepd of wholssaling which is maasured by
the annunl sstimates prepared by the Muorksting Re-
searely Division of the Bureau of Foreign and Domes-
tie Comanarce for whelesalers proper.

In this article the sttempi is made to measure the
total volume of goods marketed at wholesale wb the
point of production or imporiation or just as they
enser the porials of the distribution process.  Imcluded
in this concept of wholesnling ote the netivitics of all
producers or importers os they initiate the fow of
merchondise through the merketing chasuels, Such
transnctions are consistently recognized ns whalesaling
trangactions in the compilation of wholessle price
indexes which ara based upon prica quotations of pro-
ducers. This is, Taorcover, about the only paint at

1 Fraderick M. Coms, of the Thivlsion of Eroncmbo Breearch, anaeted in working
oot e mathod of loter podation o kid by comprbing the dals lo tee talble,

which o measure of the total volume of goods morksted
ot wholesale con be given on & comparsble basia with
o minimume of duplication. As the goods fow through
ths wholesnling process the oumber of transactions
#rs prultiplied and transportniton and distribution
costs are incurrsd uotd the volwime of wholeseling
transactions or turnover reaches inposing proportions.

The author hes avolved & mathod whioh is the oui-
growth of o reinted fechnie which lre woxked out some
yours ago for tha Brookings Institution. The basie
assumption is that, since all but & negligible volume of
the goods produced and imported into the United
Btates first anter the distribution stage of production
through whaolesala chapnela? a mensure of the fotal
volume of such produstion and importation aecinslly
provides & sound basis for determining the volume of
nagepnt wholesale trada. Moraover, this is 2 reeasurs
which ie availnbls for a number of years prier to 1929.
Indeod, there are indexes of the opprepste valus of
production extanding back to the turn of the cantury.
Notable wmong these is one prepared by Frof. F. .
Mills, of Columbis Uaivarsity, which nppearsd in his
publication “Kaonomic Tendencies in the Tnited
Stetes’, published in 1932 by the Natonel Bureau of
Erovpmic Resenrch. Nona of these indexes proved to
ha ndaquata for this purpese, however, sinea they failad
to correspond closely with the more eompleta datn
elready aveilable for census years.

Computation of Aggregaea Valus of Production,

A corrected index was therefore devised, which drew
upea existng indexes for intercensal perieds but ad-
justed thom te o saries of relatives by vse of o method
of interpolntion. Table 1 indicates the method of
computing yelatives for the census yenrs belween 1588
oad 1935, The sctual dollar values for monulnobures,
agricoltural production, and puneral products were
atilized for this purposs since they comprize some 88
percent of normal total production in the United States.
The yenr 1920 was sclected a5 a bose for reasens which
will appent from the discussion. The aggregete value
relatives from tahle 1 are utilized as the fremeworl: for
the revised index (sec table 2). Rinee they cover cnly
census yaars there are 6 number of gape, first of 4 yonrs’
duration between 1599 nod 1419, and therenfier of 1
veor cach. These relatives were next comparsd with
Profeasor Mills’ index, the three seotions of which were
first apliced and then converted to & comparabic 1929

P ANProximotaly 07 parcant of U8 valut of produssd end knported poods Dowed
throgh wholemis rhanmaks fn 102 aned 1933, aemoyding bo Lvs ey, peiimntas avabinkie,
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bagis, Notable discrepancies were ohservad batween
the relatives and the index for the census years, espe-
cinlly for the eerly years of the century. A comparison
with B similar ovopublished index by Dr. Clark
Warburton indicnied the zame condiiion. Boih FPro-
fessor Miile’ and Dr. Worburton™s indexes showed
fairly cloze eorrespondence in the direction and annusl
rate of choope. It wos therefore decided thot the cen-
sus relntives might be used &8 grides in the construction
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gate valne of producis for that year, and thus to cor.
rect the totals for all years, using the 1929 figure e
a base. The followihg tabiudation (tabla 3} givea tha
refined figura of $78,976,202,000. A similsr estimate
for 1933, based on the Census of American Business
&nd the 1929 ratios, gives s corresponding figure of
1?3?.‘335,55?,']00.
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column 7. Column 8 then represents the adjusted
percentage change in Professor Mills’ index for the
intermediate years, These percentapges are then ap-
plied to the census figure for 1899 to obiain the
revizsed sgpregnte value index {column #), The same
procedurs was joliowed for esch intercensal period.
Thiz gava a revised sggregoie value index for gooda
produced in the Tnited Stades and a much stronger
and more accurate index becnuge of the Geing im, st
each census vear, with the actual apgregata wvalue
ralntives,

The next step was t0 estimate the dollar volume of
goods produced Sn the United States for the entire
period. The 1925 Census of Manufaciures end Dis.
tribution made it poesibie to refine the date on agere-
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Ratimats of Talun of Goods Marketad at Wholezals,

The aggregate valne of goods produced for tha yesrs
13091935 was then computed by vee of the index and
the refined figure for 1029 (see table 4). To these value
ficuras were added tha value of mports for consumption,
for which datn wers nvailabla from the Burezu of
Foreign and Pomestic Commerce. Tha result was the
estimatad €otal valna of goods marketed at wholsanle
for the years 1898-18535, Thess figures werve then
reduced to relatives on the basis of 1926=100. They
afford a rensonably pood index of the value of goods
marketed at wholessle since 1590 snd indiente the
changes which have token place over this period of 36
Fyears. Since price chooges influence valua fizuvea, the
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value index hws bean reduced through the uee of a
wholesale price index to & cmde index of physical
volume of zoods marketed of wholesals,
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13 is interesting to note that the total volume of
goods in valve terme nmounted to npproximately 15
hillion dellare in 158 and remained fairly constent ot
18 bilkon dollers for the next 2 yemrs. Thers was &
fairly gradual inerense to 25 bilkion dellors in 1907, with
o recession indicated in 1908 resulting no doubd from
the finaneinl paxde of 1807. The year 1905 saw the re-
sumption of the upward trend of wholesale trads which
continued with few mtarruptions to a maximum of ap-
proximately 98 hilliocn dollors in 1920, which marked
the culmination of the postwar boom. There wos o
sharp declina to less than 54 billion dollzrs in 1921, after
whigh there wns o stendy incrense to nearly 84 billioa
dollars in 1929. The grent depression reduced the
volume of wholesele trade to 35% billion dollars in 1932,
the lowest point which hid bean reached sinca 1915.
There was u slight recovery in 1933 and n very sub.
stantial recovery in 1934 and 198%; in tha latter year
the estimated voluma was nearly 86 billion dellars.

In interpreting theae vaiue figures & note of caution
muet he sounded. Much of the fluctuation is due, rot
to changes in the volurne of wholesnle &rade, but 0
changss in the jevel of wholessle prices. When allow-
ance is made for price changes the flow of wholasale
trade over the period covered is much steadier. From
about one-third of the 1620 volume ot the turn of the
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sentory, slow but sieady progress wos mode to about
63 pertent in 1912 through 1914. The war pericd saw
o subatential increase to nearly 70 percent of the 1829
level in 19%17. There wes a slight recession o 62.4 per-
cent in 1021, nfter which fhere was o substantial in-
vrense to neorly 74 percent in 1922, The years of rela-
tive prosperity culmineting in 1929 saw {he physicol
volume of wholesale trade rize stendily to o peak in thal
year, OSince then there has, of couxse, been & decline
in the relume of wholesale trade, but it is much legs in
physicel terms than in value. The low point was
reached in 1922 at 62.4 percent of the 1029 leval,
whereas the value in that year wos but 42.4 percent
of tha 1929 level, The revivol sivcee 1232, while slow,
haz hreught the physical volume uy $0 79 percent of
the 1829 level, or approximately the level which pre-
vailed in 1024,

It is reolized that these figures ore only estimates and
hence are open bt $he criticism of al! such dain. Itis
belisved, however, thot the estimates are reesomable,
snd that they may afford a better conception ss to
what bas bappened to $he wholesale trade theu has
been available herstofore,



